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Abstract 
 
Nonconscious mimicry is a salient behaviour in many social interactions, such as the imitation of 
accent over the phone or the tendency to return a smile from another smiling person. However, 
existing research has yet to consider the importance of individuals’ social intentions when entering 
into a social interaction in a customer service setting. This paper extends current managerial 
leadership theory into the novel setting of nonconscious mimicry to explain the critical role of 
social intentions in relationship building in customer service encounters. This research consists of a 
3 × 2 between-subjects factorial design to evaluate the hypothesised relationships between 
nonconscious mimicry, social intentions, and product choice behaviour. The findings indicate that 
social intentions play a critical role influencing the relationship between nonconscious mimicry and 
product consumption, purchase intentions, and product liking in service encounters. Further, it is 
suggested that individuals identified as task-oriented should not be behaviourally imitated, as this 
will not positively increase product liking, purchase intentions, or product consumption. Instead, 
consumers should be primed to be relationship-oriented prior to nonconscious mimicry. 
 
Keywords: nonconscious mimicry, consumer behaviour, product choice behaviour 
 
1. Introduction 
Prior research has given much attention to the role of nonconscious mimicry establishing value-
creating service experiences (van Baaren, Holland, Kawakami, & van Knippenberg, 2004), but does 
this effect hold in all situations? Nonconscious mimicry, the human tendency to automatically copy 
the behaviour of others (Chartrand & Bargh, 1999), occurs in many social interactions within the 
business context. It is seen in the exchange of smiles between a customer and service provider at a 
retail store (Dimberg, Thunberg, & Elmehed, 2000) and in the imitation of accent over the phone 
(Giles & Powesland, 1975). This behaviour has many implications for relationship marketing, such 
as increasing the customer’s liking of the service provider and improving product sales (Stel et al., 
2010). However, existing research on the relationship between mimicry and its consequences has 
yet to consider a potential customer’s intentions for the interaction or social exchange. The 
understanding of different types of social intentions (Zelazo, 1999), motives (Brandimote, Ferrante, 
 
 
Bianco, & Villani, 2010), and communicative intentions (Carassa & Colombetti, 2014) have been 
well-documented and investigated in the psychology literature. However, nonconscious mimicry 
research to date has assumed all dyads adopt one or similar intentions when entering a social 
exchange. This paper rejects this assumption that individuals’ interactions in social exchanges are 
driven by similar intentions. In particular, the differences in intentions within social interactions are 
considered when investigating nonconscious mimicry. This research also assumes that service 
encounters are a form of social interaction and social exchange. Consequently, the role of intentions 
on nonconscious mimicry and the resulting product choice behaviour is investigated. 
The purpose of this research is threefold. First, key benefits of nonconscious mimicry for 
relational service firms are examined, including the effects that it has on product liking, purchase 
intentions, and consumption. Second, nonconscious mimicry is explicated through a new holistic 
framework. This explication is required to summarise the multiple existing components of 
nonconscious mimicry for the development of future priorities (MacInnes, 2011). Whilst the 
literature has established that there are multiple moderators influencing the impact of nonconscious 
mimicry, there is one particular construct – social intentions – that has not been given significant 
consideration in this area. This leads to the third purpose; developing social intentions as a novel 
moderator in the relationship between non-conscious mimicry and beneficial outcomes for the firm 
in order to show that individuals are not driven by the same intentions when entering a social 
interaction. This should then give firms guidance on when non-conscious mimicry is appropriate or 
not. 
1.2.Literature Review 
Nonconscious mimicry is the automatic tendency to copy the verbal, facial, emotional, or 
behavioural characteristics of others (Kavanagh, Suhler, Churchland, & Winkielman, 2011). The 
role of nonconscious mimicry is salient in many service encounters. Nonconscious mimicry can be 
identified as verbal and non-verbal mimicry. 
 
 
Verbal mimicry includes accents (Giles & Powesland, 1975), speech rate (Cappela & 
Planalp, 1981), syntax (Levelt & Kelter, 1982), and latency to speak (Platek, Critton, Myers, & 
Gallo, 2003). Notable research reveals that the mimicry of consumers’ speech influences concrete 
behavioural outcomes, including increased charitable donations (Kulesza, Dolinski, Huisman, & 
Majewski, 2014), generosity (van Baaren, Holland, Steenaert, & van Knippenberg, 2003), and 
relationship outcomes, such as interpersonal liking and persuasion (Tanner & Chartrand, 2008). 
Non-verbal mimicry includes the mimicry of facial expressions (Chartrand & Bargh, 1999; 
Dimberg et al., 2000), physiological states (Hatfield et al., 1994), and behaviours such as body 
posture, gestures or physical movements (Chartrand & Lakin, 2013). In particular, the mimicry of 
psychological states explains the importance of non-verbal communication and heavily supports the 
notion of emotional contagion (Friedman & Riggio, 1981; Neumann & Strack, 2000). In general, 
non-verbal mimicry serves as a critical function for establishing interpersonal belonging in social 
interactions (La France & Broadbent, 1976). Existing literature illustrates that the mimicry of 
consumers’ non-verbal behaviour results in similar findings as the outcomes of verbal mimicry, 
such as improved prosociality (van Baaren et al., 2004) and persuasion (Bailenson & Yee, 2005).  
Nonconscious mimicry is common in human interactions and easy to objectively identify, 
such as the imitation of foot shaking (Scheflen, 1964; Chartrand & Bargh, 1999; Chartrand & 
Lakin, 2013). More specifically, nonconscious mimicry is evident in interpersonal service 
encounters where service providers imitate customers’ rate of speech, their arm gestures whilst 
standing and foot strides whilst walking around a store. Given the importance of employee-
customer interactions in most service related industries, nonconscious mimicry, including verbal 
and non-verbal mimicry, will be explored in this paper. 
1.2.1. Basic Components of Mimicry 
Although there are key disparities between the definitions of nonconscious mimicry, such as 
mimicry as the imitation of behaviour between dyads and groups (Kulesza, Szypowska, Jarman, & 
Dolinski, 2014); and the imitation of behaviour within physical and virtual space (Bailenson & Yee, 
 
 
2005), there is general consistency in the operationalisation of nonconscious mimicry. By 
considering all conceptual and operational definitions from previous studies, we assert that 
nonconscious mimicry is the automatic tendency to copy the verbal, facial, emotional, or 
behavioural characteristics of others (Kavanagh et al., 2011), given that the following elements are 
present: (1) people – at least one mimicker (the mimicking party) and one receiver (the receiving 
party) (Johnston, 2002); (2) a simultaneous interaction between parties (Kulesza, Szpowska et al., 
2014); (3) an opportunity and time for a mimicking interaction to occur (Tanner et al., 2008); (4) 
and undetection (Ashton-James, van Baaren, Chartrand, Decety, & Karremans, 2007). Undetection 
is an important caveat of this area as it defines the interaction as nonconscious. This imitation must 
not be detected by the receiving partner; otherwise, the interaction will be perceived as strange, 
which nullifies the effects of nonconscious mimicry (Ashton-James et al., 2007). The time required 
for a mimicker to copy a particular action or behaviour of the receiver is within three to five 
seconds (from each action) (Chartrand & Lakin, 2013).  
1.2.2.  Nonconscious Mimicry and the Theoretical Evolution 
Chartrand and Bargh (1999) suggested that the mere perception of another person’s behaviour 
increases the likelihood of engaging in the same behaviour. This perception-behaviour link is used 
to explain the presence of behavioural mimicry occurring between strangers, where individuals alter 
their behaviour to blend into social environments (Chartrand & Bargh, 1999). Since nonconscious 
mimicry can transpire without any intentions or awareness of its occurrence (Scheflen, 1964), 
individuals may not become aware of the act of mimicking or being mimicked (Chartrand & Bargh, 
1999). 
Further to the perception-behaviour link, Lakin and Chartrand (2003) assert that the 
mimicry-liking link, the act of mimicking enhances liking for the mimicker, is an automatic human 
tendency that generates rapport and affiliation with others. This particular perspective, that mimicry 
is not simply an automatic occurrence from mere observation but also promotes interpersonal 
liking, is adopted in this research to explain the outcomes of nonconscious mimicry. 
 
 
1.2.3.  Nonconscious Mimicry and Established Moderators 
Multiple studies have explored the interaction of external factors influencing the effects of mimicry 
and its boundary conditions (Chartrand & Lakin, 2013). These moderators can be organised into 
two categories: mimicking party (mimicker) or receiving party (receiver). This dichotomous 
categorisation suggests that the moderators can be derived from or attributed to either the 
mimicking or receiving party.  
 From the role as a mimicker, existing research has established likeability and transparency 
of need as two key factors that moderate nonconscious mimicry. Studies (Stel et al., 2010; 
Kavanagh et al., 2011) strongly illustrate that people are more likely to mimic a likeable interaction 
partner than a dislikeable interaction partner. Additionally, an explicit statement regarding one’s 
investment and the transparent need for help from someone else positively influences the receiver’s 
preferences and evaluations of the mimicking individual (Tanner et al., 2008).  
 The person being mimicked also heavily influences this social interaction. Factors that affect 
the mimicked party’s impact of nonconscious mimicry include cognitive load (Sweller, 1988), 
mood (Isen, 1984), and self-construal (Ashton-James et al., 2007). According to Sweller’s 
Cognitive Load Theory (1988), the receiving party must have the cognitive working capacity to 
nonconsciously receive environmental social cues and mimicry from the mimicking partner. As 
working memory load  increases, the attention to surrounding environmental cues becomes 
inhibited (van Leeuwen, van Baaren, & Martin, 2009). Consequently, the receiving party requires 
some level of working memory capacity to allow for responsiveness to mimicry, and therefore 
enable the effects of mimicry to be revealed (van Leeuwen et al., 2009). For example, a preoccupied 
customer is less likely to be influenced by being mimicked. Mood  has a significant influence on 
receptiveness to information (Isen, 1984) to an extent that the mood of a receiver substantially 
influences the frequency and outcomes of nonconscious mimicry (van Baaren, et al., 2006). For 
example, the positive mood of the mimicked party is likely to make them more open to receiving 
(albeit subconsciously) socially oriented information. This is also likely to positively influence 
 
 
consumer attitudes and consumption behaviour (Gardner, 1985).It has also been suggested that 
individuals with an interdependent self-construal display a preference for interpersonal closeness 
and regularly adopt prosocial orientations as well as nonconscious mimicry (Ashton-James et al., 
2007). 
1.2.4. Social Intentions as a Moderator 
Despite comprehensive literature documenting the differences in people’s motives (Zelazo, 1999) 
and communicative intentions (Carassa & Colombetti, 2014), the nonconscious mimicry literature 
has not particularly emphasised the importance of social intentions. Given that many actions are 
performed with motivation (Carassa & Colombetti, 2014), social intention is pervasive and plays a 
crucial role in social interactions. Social intention is the motive or goal that explains an individual’s 
drive to enter a social interaction and is described on a continuum anchored between relationship- 
and task-orientation (Carassa & Colombetti, 2014).  
Building on Bass’ (1990) relationship-oriented and task-oriented behavioural leadership 
theory, we propose that this leadership model can be extended to explain optimal pathways for 
relationship building between customers and employees. The relationship-oriented leadership and 
task-oriented  leadership are two classical behavioural views used to explain optimal managerial 
leadership behaviours in group environments (Bass, 1990). The qualities of a relationship-oriented 
leader focus on team motivation and collaboration to maintain harmonious personal relationships – 
resulting in greater interaction facilitation and stronger individual impact (Ray, 1973; Burke et al., 
2006). Conversely, a task-oriented leader focuses on goal setting and structured roles to achieve 
greater task accomplishments and group efficacy (Ray, 1973; Sahertian & Soetjipto, 2011).  
We propose that a relationship-oriented or task-oriented social intention will moderate the 
effects on nonconscious mimicry. Supporting this view, Ruble and Nakamura (1972) demonstrate 
that people adopting a relationship-oriented intention are more readily receptive to social cues than 
task-oriented individuals. Moreover, van Baaren and colleagues (2006) empirically illustrate that a 
relationship-oriented individual is more likely to build rapport and interpersonal liking amongst 
 
 
interacting members (Tanner et al., 2008). We expand on the findings of previous studies (Ruble & 
Nakamura, 1972; van Baaren et al., 2006; Tanner et al., 2008) to assert that a relationship-oriented 
individual will focus on relationship support and is more likely to engage in nonconscious mimicry. 
Additionally, mimicry tends to occur to a greater extent when there is motivation and intention to 
get along with others (Maddux et al., 2008). Hence, there is an overall encouragement for social 
intentions, as a new moderator, to explain the relationship between nonconscious mimicry and its 
effects on interpersonal interactions within service settings.  
The activation of relationship-oriented intentions will increase attention to social cues and 
likely improve customers’ relationships and rapport with service providers when being 
nonconsciously mimicked. Conversely, people adopting a task-oriented social intention will focus 
on work facilitation and are more likely to activate an implemental mindset to process information 
and facts at a quicker level for task accomplishments (Büttner, Florack, & Gӧritz, 2013). Therefore, 
the activation of task-orientation will decrease attention of social cues that are perceived to facilitate 
goal accomplishments and reduce the effects of nonconscious mimicry. It is important to note that 
social intentions have a purposive quality and are the cognitive representation of a future state 
where commitment is required (Rim, Min, Uleman, Chartrand, & Carlston, 2013), subsequently, 
they can be influenced by factors such as situation, external pressures, and temporary motives.  
1.2.5. The Consequences of Mimicry 
Nonconscious mimicry helps fulfil people’s psychological needs for belonging and social 
relationships and results in both relationship and behavioural outcomes (Lakin, 2003). In particular, 
early studies reveal that nonconscious mimicry facilitates smoothness of interactions and increases 
liking between interactions (Chartrand & Bargh, 1999).  
Rapport and prosocial behaviour are two key consequences of nonconscious mimicry (Lakin 
& Chartrand, 2003). van Baaren and colleagues (2004) extends Chartrand and Bargh’s (1999) 
findings and demonstrate that the presence of nonconscious mimicry improves prosocial behaviour 
in the receiver that is transferable to a third-party outside of this interaction. These results have been 
 
 
further illustrated to consider the outcomes of mimicry on product attitudes and evaluations (Stel et 
al., 2011), consumption (Tanner et al., 2008), and preferences (Tanner & Chartrand, 2008; 
Herrmann, Rossberg, Huber, Landwehrs, & Henkel, 2011).  
Tanner and colleagues (2008) revealed that individuals’ product preferences can be directly 
influenced by verbal and behavioural mimicry. Results demonstrated that nonconscious mimicry 
positively influences product liking, purchase intentions, perceived expectation of product success, 
and product consumption for both mimicking and receiving parties (Tanner et al., 2008). Overall, 
the consequences of mimicry play an important role in social interactions as they provide many 
practical implications regarding interpersonal liking and product choice behaviour such as in-store 
consultations and sales interactions (van Baaren et al., 2004). 
 
1.3.Theoretical Development 
The following conceptual framework presents the key components of mimicry to effectively 
influence product choice behaviour in a social interaction (Figure 1). This framework is formulated 
as a result of the literature review and provides an original conceptual contribution to current 
research regarding nonconscious mimicry (MacInnes, 2011). The identified constructs can be 
partitioned into five different sections representing the antecedents, moderators, and consequences 
of nonconscious mimicry. The need to conceptualise nonconscious mimicry in a holistic framework 
is twofold. First, there is a need to organise the increasing interest and publications of nonconscious 
mimicry. Second, a clearer understanding of how mimicry may influence customer-employee 
relationships and the consequences that arise from these relationships can be revealed by utilising 
this framework for future research.  
 
 
Figure 1. Hierarchical Effects of Nonconscious Mimicry Framework
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1.3.1. Essential Components 
The first level of this framework illustrates four foundational components required for the 
engagement of mimicry behaviour to occur. As previously discussed, we assert that the presence of 
mimicry can only occur when there is an opportunity and time for two or more people to interact 
simultaneously, given that the receiving partner is unaware of such mimicry. 
1.3.2. Mimicking Interaction 
This level shows the moderating factors that should be considered when understanding the 
nonconscious behavioural tendency of imitation. It is partitioned into the mimicker and receiver to 
highlight the dominating capability of either party to influence the moderating constructs. By 
separating and placing the moderating factors into two fields, the roles in the mimicking interaction 
can be differentiated to directly address each party and ensure a more well-rounded perspective of 
the social exchange. Since individuals adopt just one role in the mimicking interaction, it is 
proposed that moderating variables are best placed in the most frequently occurring party.   
1.3.3. Social Consequences 
The third and fourth levels of this framework reflect the consequences of nonconscious mimicry. 
This level illustrates the outcomes of nonconscious mimicry, with a particular focus on relationships 
and social impacts, such as one’s likeability and professionalism. The extent to which these 
consequences take place depends on whether the supplementary moderating variables were 
involved in the mimicking interaction, as illustrated in the second level of the framework.   
1.3.4. Behavioural Consequences 
The framework implies that not only is nonconscious mimicry used for building relationships or 
generating rapport, it can be further employed by businesses to improve sales. In particular, the 
fourth level of this framework illustrates behavioural outcomes that are derived from the 
relationship developed in the third level. In other words, the extent of which these consequences 
take place depends on the social consequences of this framework. 
1.3.5. Applications 
 
 
There are three main applications of this framework. First, this framework can be broadly utilised to 
visually identify the gaps in the current literature and evaluate areas that are weak in the overall 
context of nonconscious mimicry, thus allowing for additional exploration and refined 
understanding of nonconscious mimicry. Second, the depicted essential components of mimicry 
ensure that the operational definition of nonconscious mimicry in future research is unified and 
consistent, and thus allows for easier comparison and evaluations between studies in this field. 
Third, the hierarchical categorisation of constructs in this broad framework allows researchers to 
understand the linkages and relationships of the various factors that occur within interpersonal 
relationships. 
1.4. Hypotheses Development 
This study seeks to empirically examine the proposed conceptual framework by connecting the 
relationship between social intention, behavioural nonconscious mimicry, and product choice 
behaviour. Based on previous research detailing the outcomes of relationship- and task-orientation 
in organisations (Sahertian & Soetjipto, 2010), we propose that similar effects will be manifested 
for influencing product choices from the exposure of nonconscious mimicry. 
Relationship-oriented social intention relies on individuals possessing a socialisation goal 
during interactions with others and intrinsically valuing those relationships with other people 
(Carver & Scheier, 1992). Furthermore, given that nonconscious mimicry helps one’s need for 
belonging and social relationships (Lakin, 2003); there is support to suggest that the effects of 
nonconscious mimicry only occur when a relationship-oriented social intention is adopted. Hence, 
we hypothesise that relationship-oriented individuals are likely to facilitate greater interactions with 
others, are more receptive to social cues, thus also more receptive to nonconscious mimicry and 
consequences. Conversely, task-oriented individuals aim for task-accomplishment during third-
party interactions (Ray, 1973) and will overlook affiliative behaviours in the immediate 
environment (Ruble & Nakamura, 1972). These individuals are also less likely to engage with 
mimicry and therefore nullify the expected outcomes of nonconscious mimicry. Given that task-
 
 
oriented individuals are expected to overlook environmental cues, these individuals are unlikely to 
nonconsciously react towards the social exchange or reciprocate the social intentions. 
 
H1. Mimicked parties adopting relationship-oriented (task-oriented) social intentions will be 
more (less) likely to engage with nonconscious mimicry cues, and thus promote (nullify) positive 
(A) product liking, (B) purchase intentions, (C) consumption, and (D) interpersonal liking. 
 
Figure 2. Graphical Representation of H1 
 
 
 
 
2. Methodology and Findings 
This paper consists of one pre-test and one quantitative experiment to evaluate the hypothesised 
relationships. The pre-test was designed to evaluate the baseline measures of a range of snacks and 
identify an appropriate product to be used as the product of choice for the main study. It was also 
used to specifically evaluate an original priming activity for social intentions to be used in the main 
study’s experimental manipulations. The main study utilised a between-subjects experimental 
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design to investigate the hypothesised relationships, which included a product identified from the 
pre-test used to measure the dependent variables. Demographic variables were controlled to ensure 
that the changes in product choice behaviour are a result of nonconscious mimicry and social 
intentions (Campbell et al., 1966).  
2.2. Pre-Test  
2.2.1. Participants 
A total of 125 marketing undergraduate students were recruited voluntarily through course 
announcements from a large Australian university. No demographic information was collected for 
the pre-study test to increase levels of voluntary participation. 
2.2.2. Procedure 
 This pre-test was conducted via an online survey which consisted of two separate sections, which 
were formulated to (1) evaluate the baseline measure of product preferences and (2) assess an 
original priming activity. The first section utilised modified statements from Herrmann and 
colleagues’ (2011) study investigating the impact of mimicry on product sales for a range of 
popular German snack foods. The choice of snacks as the product category of interest was chosen in 
this pre-test for two reasons: (1) to extend previous studies (Tanner et al., 2008; Herrmann et al., 
2011) and (2) allow for product liking, consumption, and purchase intentions to be easily measured 
in an objective manner. The second section of this pre-test was adapted from past experimental 
priming manipulations (Hupka, 1984; White & Argo, 2011) to validate a novel priming activity, 
created specifically for the purposes of this research. The effectiveness of this priming was 
measured via established relationship- and task-orientation scales (Ray, 1973). 
Participants were given a 15-item survey to complete regarding product preferences. The 15 
questions pertaining to various snack products encompassed an affective measure (for example, “I 
really enjoy consuming Maltesers Chocolates”), preference measure (“I prefer Maltesers Chocolates 
over other food alternatives”), and behavioural intent measure (“I intend to purchase Maltesers 
Chocolates in the next 30 days”) for five well-known and readily available snacks (Smiths Original 
 
 
Crisps, Haribo Gold-Bears, Plain Milk Chocolate M&Ms, Ritz Crackers, and Maltesers Chocolate) 
that could be divided into individual portions to aid in the accurate measure of product consumption 
for the main study. All survey responses were positioned on a five-point scale anchored from 
strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5) with an additional option for unsure participants to not 
answer (0).  
To evaluate the effects the proposed priming activity, participants were then randomly 
assigned to one of the three conditions for social intentions: relationship-oriented, task-oriented, and 
control. In the relationship-oriented condition, participants were asked to write about a day in their 
life building a relationship with an old acquaintance. In the task-oriented condition, participants 
were asked to write a to-do list and write about a day in their life achieving the tasks on that to-do 
list. In the control condition, participants were asked to write a typical day of their life and were not 
primed to consider relationship-based or task-based scenarios. After these manipulations, 
participants were given a 35-item relationship-orientation and 27-item task-orientation scale (Ray, 
1973) to evaluate the effects of the priming.  
2.2.3. Results 
2.2.3.1. Product Preferences  
A simple descriptive analysis (Table 1) showed that the most popular snack food was M&Ms (MMM 
= 2.9). Accordingly, M&Ms was chosen to measure product consumption, product liking, and 
purchase intentions for the main study because it was identified as a widely available and well-
known product; allowing confidence in enough consumption for evaluation in the final analysis.  
Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Product Preferences 
 Mean Mode Variance Skewness Kurtosis Min. Max. 
Smith’s Original Crisps 2.408 3 1.187 -0.790 0.277 0 4.33 
Haribo Gold-Bears 2.344 3 0.973 -0.356 0.431 0 5 
Plain Milk Chocolate M&Ms 2.977 3.33 1.229 -0.254 -0.727 1 5 
Ritz Crackers 2.469 3 1.120 -0.324 0.028 0 5 
Maltesers Chocolate 2.863 3 1.633 -0.317 -0.289 0 5 
 
2.2.3.2 Priming 
 
 
Descriptive statistics revealed that participants primed to be relationship-oriented were more 
relationship-oriented (M = 3.59) than task-oriented (M = 3.31) and control (M = 3.56) conditions. 
Similarly, task-oriented participants were rated more task-oriented (M = 3.49) than relationship-
oriented (M = 3.32) and control (M = 3.26) conditions. A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) 
revealed that the priming activity effectively influenced individuals to be more relationship-oriented 
(F (2, 121) = 4.566, p = 0.012, partial η2 = 0.07) or task-oriented (F (2, 121) = 4.267, p = 0.016, 
partial η2 = 0.066). A Tukey post hoc test revealed that participants were less task-oriented when 
primed to be relationship-oriented (3.595 ± 0.278, p = 0.024) – showing support for the original 
priming activity to successfully and correctly influence individuals’ social intentions for the purpose 
of the main study. 
2.3. Main Study 
The main study investigates the hypothesised relationships regarding the casual effects of 
nonconscious mimicry with products identified as suitable in the pre-test. The following experiment 
follows Dalton and colleagues' (2010) methodology of using a photo-description task to conduct the 
mimicry manipulation and product taste task to evaluate product choice behaviour. The mimicry 
manipulation was inconspicuously conducted when participants were asked to describe 10 
advertisements that were randomly selected from different industries and countries. Participants 
also had to complete the product taste task alone (Dalton et al., 2010) and were asked to eat at least 
one snack before answering the provided five-point scale questionnaire. Interpersonal liking, 
product liking and purchase intentions were measured using a self-report questionnaire and product 
consumption was measured by the number of M&Ms consumed. Due to brevity, this study will 
specifically focus on the receiving party’s social intentions.  
2.3.1. Participants 
A total of 121 participants were recruited through the weekly staff e-newsletter and course 
announcements at a large Australian university. Participants were 60 females and 37 males aged 
 
 
between 16 to 69 years, with an average age of 28.9 (SD = 10.54) years. They participated in the 
30-minute session individually in exchange for a $10 voucher.  
2.3.2. Procedure 
A 3 (social intentions: relationship or task or none) × 2 (nonconscious mimicry: present or absent) 
between-subjects factorial design was used. Participants were randomly assigned to one of six 
conditions. 
Participants were told that they were completing three activities. The first activity was a 
creative writing task. All instructions were presented on a computer screen and participants were 
given five minutes alone to complete the task after confirming the instructions were understood.  
For the second activity, participants completed an ad-description activity with the research 
assistant, when in fact, a mimicry manipulation was carried out. Participants were randomly 
assigned to mimicry or no-mimicry condition – both conditions allowed participants to observe the 
research assistant throughout the ad-description task. During this activity, the participant and 
research assistant were seated 90° from each other with a table on their sides. Participants were 
given instructions to verbally describe their opinion on the 10 specific advertisements for 
approximately 30 seconds. In the mimicry condition, the research assistant inconspicuously imitated 
the participant’s physical postures, mannerisms, and gestures, such as crossed arms, face touching, 
or hand gesturing. The research assistant mimicked these behaviours within five seconds and 
maintained the actions as long as the participant held them for. In the no-mimicry condition, the 
research assistant simply maintained a neutral posture throughout the task. 
Following the ad-description task, participants had to complete a product taste task. Based 
on the pre-test, M&Ms was chosen for this third activity. The research assistant presented a bowl of 
M&Ms and a questionnaire to the participant. The questionnaire instructed participants to eat at 
least one M&Ms before answering the questions and to eat as many M&Ms as they wanted while 
completing the 10-minute task. To support the cover story, certain items in the questionnaire 
required participants to rate the M&Ms using a five-point scale on dimensions such as sweetness 
 
 
and quality. The 40 questions in this questionnaire encompassed an affective measure, behavioural 
intent measure, plus filler questions about preferences, consumption, purchase intentions, and 
attitudes toward different widely-available snacks and snacking behaviour. This was to increase 
participants’ exposure time to the product and encourage greater variation in product consumption. 
Another purpose of this task was to measure product consumption, measured by calculating the 
number of M&Ms eaten from the bowl within the 10-minute timeframe. Participants were told that 
they could eat as many M&Ms as they wanted while completing this task – this was to establish a 
casual consumption situation for participants to freely consume an available product. Participants 
completed the task alone within the given timeframe to ensure that their consumption was not 
influenced by social desirability bias or other external factors. After 10 minutes, the research 
assistant returned to collect the questionnaire and debriefed the participants.  
A final debriefing was conducted to evaluate and identify awareness or suspicion of the 
research objectives or hypotheses. It began with general open-ended questions, including “can you 
guess what the purpose or aims of this study?” and “did you notice any of my mannerisms or body 
language – if so, what way?” The research assistant then thanked and gave a $10 voucher to the 
participant. All participants were exposed to the same research assistant to control for biases against 
gender, race, perceived attractiveness, and initial likeability. 
2.3.3. Measurement Scales 
The single-item rating measures used in the study to evaluate product liking and purchase intentions 
were adopted from Tanner and colleagues’ (2008) as well as Stel and colleagues’ (2011) research. 
Interpersonal liking towards the research assistant was assessed with seven items from the Reysen 
Likeability Scale (Reysen, 1005). All items were measured on a five-point scale, in which high 
values indicated greater agreement with the item statement – for example: “the research assistant is 
likeable” was anchored from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).  
2.3.4. Results 
 
 
Participants with missing demographic information were excluded from data analyses, 97 
participants (80%) were used for the following analyses. Please note that the following results (of 
only 97 participants) did not statistically significantly differ to results that include items with 
missing demographic information. The final sample size includes the following cell sizes: 
task/mimicry (n = 15), task/no-mimicry (n = 17), relationship/mimicry (n = 17), relationship/no-
mimicry (n = 15), control/mimicry (n = 16), control/no-mimicry (n = 17).  
An assessment of open-ended questions revealed no participant was suspicious regarding the 
manipulation nor correctly guessed the research hypotheses. Harman’s single factor test revealed 
that common method bias does not account for the following findings. Assumptions for using 
analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) and regression were assessed and were not violated. 
Simple linear regressions investigating the relationship between nonconscious mimicry, social 
intentions and product choice behaviour were conducted. Age, sex, ethnic group, socioeconomic 
class, marital status, employment status, education level, and time of experiment were controlled for 
as covariates. Results showed that only education level had a significant positive influence on the 
relationship between nonconscious mimicry, social intentions, and product consumption, (β = 
1.281, p = 0.01). 
 Preliminary analyses revealed that results support previous findings (Tanner et al., 2008). 
More specifically, two-way ANCOVA analyses revealed that there were statistically significant 
interactions between the effects of nonconscious mimicry and: product liking (F (1, 83) = 8.757, p = 
0.004); purchase intentions (F (1, 83) = 14.999, p < 0.001); product consumption (F (1, 83) = 
20.493, p < 0.001); and interpersonal liking (F (1, 83) = 36.032, p < 0.001). Post hoc comparisons 
using Bonferroni tests indicated that the mean scores for mimicry conditions were significantly 
different than no mimicry conditions for all product liking, purchase intentions, consumption, and 
interpersonal liking. In addition, Baron and Kenny’s (1986) mediation analysis revealed that 
interpersonal liking significantly mediated the relationship between nonconscious mimicry and 
product liking (βc’ = 0.128, p = 0.446).  
 
 
We hypothesised that mimicked parties adopting relationship-oriented (or task-oriented) 
social intentions will nonconsciously engage with (or overlook) nonconscious mimicry cues, and 
thus promote (or nullify) positive product liking, purchase intentions, consumption, and 
interpersonal liking. Two-way ANCOVAs were conducted to examine the effects of nonconscious 
mimicry and product liking, product purchase intentions, and product consumption – all hypotheses 
were supported. 
Referring to Tables 2 to 5 (placed throughout this discussion), social intentions have a 
significant moderating impact on nonconscious mimicry and its consequences. Relationship-
oriented individuals who were mimicked rated product liking, purchase intentions, and 
interpersonal liking with the research assistant higher and consumed a greater number of M&Ms 
than non-mimicked relationship-oriented individuals. No significant differences were found 
between mimicked task-oriented individuals and non-mimicked individuals for product liking, 
purchase intentions, product consumption, and interpersonal liking with the research assistant.  
Two-way ANCOVAs, controlling for demographic variables, revealed that there were 
statistically significant interactions between the effects of nonconscious mimicry and: product 
liking (F (1, 79) = 8.917, p = 0.004); purchase intentions (F (1, 79) = 15.805, p < 0.001); product 
consumption (F (1, 79) = 22.513, p < 0.001); and interpersonal liking (F (1, 79) = 42.818, p < 
0.001). Further, partial eta squared effect size (η2 = .228) suggested a moderate to high practical 
significance.  
Two-way ANCOVA analysis (Figure 3 and Table 2) showed that nonconscious mimicry 
resulted in greater product liking when individuals adopted relationship-oriented social intentions 
(F (1, 79) = 6.969, p = 0.01), but there were no significant differences between the presence or 
absence of nonconscious mimicry on product liking when individuals adopted task-oriented (F (1, 
79) = 0.582, p = 0.448) or no social intentions (F (1, 79) = 3.237, p = 0.076).  
 
Figure 3. Estimated Marginal Means of Product Liking 
 
 
 
 
Table 2. Pairwise Comparisons of Estimated Marginal Means of Product Liking (out of five-point 
scale) 
Social Intention Nonconscious Mimicry 
 Absent Present Mean Difference F Value 
Task-Oriented 3.722 3.923 -.201 .582* 
None 4.130 4.602 -.472 3.237* 
Relationship-Oriented 3.907 4.600 -.693 6.969* 
* p < .05 
 
Two-way ANCOVA analysis (Figure 4 and Table 3) showed that nonconscious mimicry 
resulted in greater purchase intentions when individuals adopted relationship-oriented social 
intentions (F (1, 79) = 11.335, p = 0.001) or no social intentions (F (1, 79) = 10.842, p = 0.001), but 
there were no significant differences between the presence or absence of nonconscious mimicry on 
product purchase intentions when individuals adopted task-oriented social intentions (F (1, 79) = 
.074, p = 0.787). Further, partial eta squared effect size (η2 = .323) suggested a moderate to high 
practical significance. 
 
 
 
Figure 4. Estimated Marginal Means of Purchase Intentions 
  
Table 3. Pairwise Comparisons of Estimated Marginal Means of Purchase Intentions (out of five-
point scale) 
Social Intention Nonconscious Mimicry 
 Absent Present Mean Difference F Value 
Task-Oriented 2.087 2.193 -.106 .074*** 
None 2.244 3.523 -1.279 10.842*** 
Relationship-Oriented 2.286 3.597 -1.311 11.335*** 
* p < .05 
** p < .01 
*** p < .001 
 
Two-way ANCOVA analysis (Figure 5 and Table 4) showed that nonconscious mimicry 
resulted in greater product consumption when individuals adopted relationship-oriented social 
intentions (F (1, 79) = 25.953, p < 0.001) or no social intentions (F (1, 79) = 6.470, p = 0.013) but 
there were no significant differences between the presence and absence of nonconscious mimicry 
on product consumption when individuals adopted task-oriented social intentions (F (1, 79) = 
 
 
0.396, p = 0.531). Further, partial eta squared effect size (η2 = .411) suggested a moderate to high 
practical significance. 
 
Figure 5. Estimated Marginal Means of Product Consumption 
  
Table 4. Pairwise Comparisons of Estimated Marginal Means of Consumption (M&M units) 
Social Intention Nonconscious Mimicry 
 Absent Present Mean Difference F Value 
Task-Oriented 8.126 10.308 -2.182 0.396*** 
None 7.683 16.447 -8.763 6.470*** 
Relationship-Oriented 7.300 24.887 -17.588 25.953*** 
* p < .05 
** p < .01 
*** p < .001 
 
Two-way ANCOVA analysis (Figure 6 and Table 5) showed that nonconscious mimicry 
resulted in greater interpersonal liking for individuals with relationship-orientation (F (1, 79) = 
21.305, p < 0.001) and no social intentions (F (1, 79) = 24.334, p < 0.001).There were marginally 
 
 
significant differences between the presence and absence of nonconscious mimicry on interpersonal 
liking when individuals adopted task-oriented social intentions (F (1, 79) = 3.432, p = 0.068). 
Further, partial eta squared effect size (η2 = .525) suggested a moderate to high practical 
significance. 
 
Figure 6. Estimated Marginal Means of Interpersonal Liking 
  
 
Table 5. Pairwise Comparisons of Estimated Marginal Means of Interpersonal Liking (out of five-
point scale) 
Social Intention Nonconscious Mimicry 
 Absent Present Mean Difference F Value 
Task-Oriented 3.683 3.977 -.294    3.432*** 
None 3.575 4.355 -.779 24.334*** 
Relationship-Oriented 4.011 4.742 -.731 21.305*** 
* p < .05 
** p < .01 
 
 
*** p < .001 
 
Multiple regression analyses revealed that nonconscious mimicry and social intentions 
statistically predicted product liking (F (3, 96) = 4.528, p = 0.005, R2 = 0.127); purchase intentions, 
(F (3, 96) = 9.593, p < 0.001, R2 = 0.215); consumption (F (3, 96) = 14.645, p < 0.001, R2 = 0.321); 
and interpersonal liking (F (3, 96) = 24.454, p < 0.001, R2 = 0.441). Nonconscious mimicry 
significantly contributed to the prediction of product liking (p = 0.011); purchase intentions (p < 
0.001); consumption (p < 0.001); and interpersonal liking (p < 0.001). The interaction between 
nonconscious mimicry and social intentions also significantly contributed to the prediction of 
purchase intentions (p = 0.044); consumption (p = 0.002); and interpersonal liking (p < 0.001). 
2.3.4.1. Post Hoc Analysis 
Using Hayes’ (2013) moderated mediation macro, a series of linear regressions were 
simultaneously conducted with conditional indirect effects. Results illustrated that there was a 
significant moderated-mediation with social intentions moderating the conditional indirect effects of 
nonconscious mimicry on product consumption (Index = -0.1596, β = 7.8964, p = 0.001) and 
purchase intentions (Index = -0.0376, β = 0.620, p = 0.028) through interpersonal liking. However, 
similar results were not found for product liking (β = 0.135, p = 0.458). 
2.4. Summary of Results 
Results revealed that social intentions moderated the relationship between nonconscious mimicry 
and its consequences. Mimicked individuals adopting relationship-oriented social intentions, 
compared to non-mimicked relationship-oriented individuals, resulted in a significant difference of 
approximately 17 units in consumption (p < 0.001), 1.30 points in purchase intentions (p < 0.001), 
as well as 0.70 point in product (p < 0.05) and interpersonal liking (p < 0.001). Additional 
moderated-mediation regression analyses illustrated that social intentions significantly moderated 
the relationship of nonconscious mimicry on product consumption and purchase intentions through 
 
 
interpersonal liking – this was not reflected for product liking. This implies that product liking may 
be a trait of innate nature that social intentions may not be able to influence.  
3. General Discussion 
It is vital that service-dominant retail firms understand how consumers’ social intentions for 
entering an interaction with service providers influence customer receptiveness to subtle cues – in 
this case, nonconscious mimicry – and consumer behaviour. Indeed, there is a dearth of research 
linking nonconscious mimicry to product choice behaviour. While Stel and colleagues (2011) 
investigate the impact of product choice behaviour of a mimicker through television commercials, 
this present study advances extant research and examines the direct interaction between the 
mimicker and receiver. Furthermore, unlike previous studies (Herrmann et al., 2011), this present 
research makes a novel contribution by examining the differences in social intentions of consumers. 
This paper also asserts a novel framework that organises the relationships between different 
constructs to assist in the development of future research.  
Results revealed that social intentions significantly moderate nonconscious mimicry and 
product choice behaviour including product liking, purchase intentions, and consumption. 
Supporting H1, a task-oriented social intention ultimately nullifies the effects of nonconscious 
mimicry. This implies that undetection is not the only construct that renders the effects of 
nonconscious mimicry ineffective (Chartrand and Lakin, 2013) – instead, our current empirical 
findings suggest social intentions achieve similar results. This also recommends that relationship-
oriented individuals should be mimicked by a service provider to enhance desirable marketing and 
sale objectives and service providers should focus less on mimicry for task-oriented individuals. 
Furthermore, additional moderated-mediation regression analyses showed social intentions 
did not significantly moderate the relationship of nonconscious mimicry on product liking through 
interpersonal liking. As a consequence, we suggest that product liking may be an innate 
characteristic that cannot be easily influenced by social intentions. This suggestion also supports 
previous finding regarding the difficulty in influencing product liking (Hale, 2012).  
 
 
3.1. Implications 
There are three key theoretical implications. First, this paper fills a key gap by empirically 
addressing and investigating the impact of social intentions and nonconscious mimicry on product 
choice behaviour. The findings also hint that previous research may have overlooked the important 
role of social intentions and their results may be insufficient to depict the true effects of 
nonconscious mimicry. Alternatively speaking, a positive mood can positively moderate 
nonconscious mimicry and rapport (van Baaren et al., 2006), only when the receiver is relationship-
oriented. Second, the development of an organised framework conceptualises and explicates 
nonconscious mimicry in a broad and simple structure offers three key theoretical implications. It 
illustrates the gaps in the current literature and highlights the future direction of nonconscious 
mimicry. This function effectively assists researchers to achieve a clear scope of nonconscious 
mimicry and accordingly organise the relevant structures together for future research. This proposed 
framework also provides an additional facet of consideration for researchers to research beyond the 
general outcomes of customer satisfaction and into specific behavioural outcomes. Finally, this 
research introduces an effective priming activity for social intentions that overcomes the 
shortcomings (12 week manipulation period) of extant manipulation activity (Tabernero et al., 
2009).  
Practically, the results assert that consumers who adopt relationship-oriented social 
intentions are more likely to increase product liking, purchase intentions, and consumption for a 
product introduced by a mimicker than consumers who don’t adopt relationship-oriented social 
intentions. As a result of direct experimental manipulation of nonconscious mimicry in dyadic 
interactions, this paper suggests that individuals can be influenced to adopt relationship-oriented 
social intentions via simple cues such as asking customers regarding their relationship with family 
or friends. On a similar note, unlike previous research (Tanner et al., 2008; Jacob et al., 2011), this 
paper limits the experimental manipulation to behavioural mimicry. The manipulation of only 
behavioural mimicry effectively controls for other mimicry types, such as verbal mimicry, and thus, 
 
 
allows service providers to only consider behaviourally mimicking customers for a positive effect 
on sales and customer experience. Finally, the proposed conceptual framework highlights a number 
of factors that managers should consider when mapping customer service processes and marketing 
communication techniques to understand customer-employee relationships as well as strategically 
improve customer relationships and sales-focused outcomes. 
3.2. Limitations and Future Directions 
This paper does not provide an overview of tactics to activate or enhance relationship-orientation in 
individuals. Consequently, it is unable to provide advice on practical marketing activities to actively 
enhance product evaluations, choices, and consumption by temporarily altering individuals’ social 
intentions. This encourages future researchers to extend this research and investigate the multiple 
marketing activities and tactics that can enhance relationship-oriented social intentions in 
consumers.  
The use of a low-involvement snack product to evaluate the moderating effects of social 
intentions assumes that product liking, purchase intentions, and consumption will be relatively 
similar for high-involvement products or services, such as banking loans and house purchases. It is 
difficult to generalise these current findings to different products or industries and therefore is 
recommended that future research should investigate the effects on nonconscious mimicry for 
different product categories including high-involvement products or services.  Similarly, the 
controlled setting did not account for opportunity costs for consuming the product. The role of 
product involvement and consumer involvement theory (Munch & Hunt, 1984) should be 
considered in future research to establish a more comprehensive knowledge of relationship 
marketing in services environments. 
The similarities, in effects of non-conscious mimicry, between the relationship-oriented 
condition and the control condition may have been an artefact of the respondents selected for the 
experiment. For the reason that participants were recruited in exchange for a gift voucher of small 
monetary value, the monetary reward does not significantly offset the 30-minute commitment for 
 
 
the study’s participation. Hence, participants were more likely to have been in a relationship-
oriented state before the experiment (i.e. willing to help). As such the effects of the relationship-
orientation priming task had a much smaller effect in changing their social intention compared to 
the control than did the task-oriented priming task. 
Additionally, participants were engaged in a 30-minute unfamiliar session– the responses 
were independent of prior interactions with the research assistant. However, many real-life services 
establish relationships over a series of encounters, such as the relationship between a consumer and 
hairstylist (Price & Arnould, 1999). Hence, an avenue for future research would be to evaluate the 
temporal and accumulative effects of nonconscious mimicry with a longitudinal study. On a similar 
note, this paper focused on evaluating the impact of social intentions in the consumer, and not the 
service provider. Therefore, future research should also consider the interaction between similar and 
dissimilar social intentions between parties or control for perceived social intention of the research 
assistant.  
Future research should also consider investigating the impact of nonconscious mimicry and 
social intentions on brand loyalty. Since this research specifically considered specific behavioural 
outcomes that are of interest to improving services marketing and product choice behaviour – the 
investigation beyond these factors, such as brand loyalty and brand equity, would provide beneficial 
to marketing strategy. 
3.3. Conclusion 
Nonconscious mimicry is one of the most indirect forms of improving positive long-term 
relationships (Kulesza, Szpowska et al., 2014). This current research begins to address the gap in 
the services marketing literature by investigating the impact of social intentions on nonconscious 
mimicry. Our contributions are to: summarise nonconscious mimicry to enable applicability to 
marketing practice; extend extant leadership theory and nonconscious mimicry literature to 
encapsulate individual’s social intentions, and provide evidence of a moderator variable that holds 
implications for actionable marketing initiatives. 
 
 
From the motivation to establish the importance of social intentions in relationship 
marketing, findings from this present research reveal that nonconscious mimicry may be 
insufficient on its own to have a substantive impact on the receiver. Findings assert the effects of 
nonconscious mimicry disappear when people are task-oriented. Not only have we summarised 
nonconscious mimicry with an original framework and extended the managerial leadership theory 
to consider social intentions in nonconscious mimicry, our empirical evidence also found support 
for social intentions as a key moderating variable. This presents interesting implications for 
marketing theory and practice regarding the identification of a key moderating variable that can be 
easily adapted in the services environment to enhance service provider-customer relationships, 
product liking, and consumption. 
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